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The Memoirs of Laura Wharton Plummer and
Mary Jane Wharton Bruckner
NANCY ROHR

Introduction
Memories: do they hang in the air about a place long after the players
have left? I f so, they linger about neighborhoods o f Huntsville with a spe
cial awareness, recalled by the written word - the memoirs o f two sisters.
These women in their later years, urged by their families, wrote down their
experiences and recollections about the War Between the States. The
Wharton girls were bom and raised in Madison County, Alabama. They
remained here through the duration, never becoming refugees during the
War. Their stories offer an additional sense o f the times - the stress, hard
ships, fears, danger, and a few sweet recollections o f family, friends, and
Huntsville.
The first memoir, written by Laura Wharton Plummer, set a scene of a
cottage at the edge of Huntsville on the road to Athens, in front of the
Memphis & Charleston Railroad. (Today this would be generally where
the Interstate highway, Holmes Avenue and Pulaski Pike meet.) In their
home at the start of the War were Laura, age about 25; her husband, Rev.
James R. Plummer, a Methodist minister, age 38; her stepdaughter, Lou,
nine, and their child, Dora, about three years old.
Farther away, up Pulaski Pike, about five miles north of town, Laura’s
sister, Mary Jane Wharton Bruckner and her family lived near her father,
Dr. George Wharton. Considering that M ary Jane’s husband, John T.
Bruckner, was away in the War, and he subsequently died, this would be
come an advantage for her. At least Mrs. Bruckner would have some male
protection in these difficult times. Mary Jane in 1861 was about 27, and at
home with her were her young children George, Eugene, and Herbert, ages
six, four, and two. Next door were Mary Jane and Laura’s parents, Dr.
George and Eliza Wharton and their daughters still at home, Bettie, 22;
Ellen, 19; Susan, 17; Blossie, 13; and Dr. W harton’s uncle Dr. Dabney
Wharton, age about 79. (This property is about where Winchester Road
meets Pulaski Pike.)
Published by LOUIS, 2006

43

1

Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 31 [2006], No. 2, Art. 7
60

HUNTSVILLE ADVERTISEMENTS.

https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
44

2

Rohr: The Memoirs of Laura Wharton Plummer and Mary Jane Wharton Bruckn
These two accounts, written about 50 years after the events, are prima
rily about life during Civil War. Theirs is not the soldier’s account of battles,
but the woman’s perspective of life on the home front. Furthermore both
sisters chose also to call to mind Reconstruction and the Ku Klux Klan.
However one of the disadvantages of recollections in later years is the er
ror of memory that slips in and becomes real. There was no intention to
mislead. These inaccuracies will be mentioned in the endnotes, and an ap
pendix will give additional family information.
Thanks to Lynn Williams of Auburn University, who first called atten
tion to Laura Plummer’s memoirs; this resulted in locating the second work.
Diana Stankus, great-great granddaughter of Reverend Plummer, kindly
shared her extensive genealogical research. And, continued thanks to Brian
Hogan and Morris Penny who carefully noted where memories misled and
sight faded the accuracy of the Wharton sisters.
Edgar Lee Masters suggested, “We stand about this place - we, the
memories.” And still they do. First Laura’s memoirs, followed by those of
her sister, Mary Jane.

M em oirs o f
Laura Wharton Plummer

A Brief Sketch ofMy Life
During the Civil War

Written Exclusively for and Dedicated to
Her Children and Grandchildren

Chapter I.
At this distant date, when the bugle call to arms and the tramp of sol
diers have for many years died away, when we rest so peacefully and so
protectedly in our beautiful homes, I seat myself, at the urgent request of
Published by LOUIS, 2006
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my children and grandchildren, to write out for them my experiences dur
ing the Civil War.
As I stand by the ashes of blighted hopes and look back through the
mists and the sunshine of fifty years, memories come crowding over me so
thick and so fast that I am overwhelmed, and scarcely know where to be
gin. It all seems like some grand drama enacted before me, and I sit and
wonder how we, who had all these years been so free from care, so nur
tured in the lap of luxury, ever stood the mental and the physical strain of
those five years of war and disaster.' Nothing but the true patriotism inher
ited from our Revolutionary heroic grandfather and the hope of final vic
tory ever kept us going, and willing to suffer and, if need be, die for our
homes and native health that our brave soldiers were fighting for.
We were living in our pretty little cottage home in the suburbs of Hunts
ville, Ala., which rivaled any town in the South for the beauty of its homes
and the wealth and native refinement of its citizens. This was our first home,
having been married but a few years. Here the honeysuckle twined and
hedges and flower-beds rival each other in adding grace and beauty to the
spot. Oh, the pride and delight we bestowed upon it! I’d catch m yself sing
ing all the day long strains from the dear old song then so popular:
“Oh! Give me a cot in the valley I love,
A tent in the greenwood, a home in the grove.
I care not how humble, fo r happy ‘twill be
f one faithful heart will but share it with me. ”

Life was so full of sweetness, so lavish of love as we gathered around
our cheerful hearthstone that we could not realize that war, with all its
attendant horrors, was so close upon us. We saw our brave brothers and
boys respond to the first call to arms, vainly dreaming it would be but a
short while before they would return crowned with victory and wreathed
with honors.
For two years we hugged this delusion to our hearts. The many glow
ing air-castles we builded would one by one fade in the distance, yet still
holding a promise of a beautiful realization in the near future."
It was wonderful to see our women, who had never a care, trudge into
town and bring back arms and carriages full of soldiers’ clothes to be made
up. I shall never forget the dozens and dozens of pants and shirts and coats
I made with my own fingers, and the piles and piles of socks I’d knit at
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
46

4

Rohr: The Memoirs of Laura Wharton Plummer and Mary Jane Wharton Bruckn
night for them. A new experience for me, but I had a model Southern mother
who had all through our childhood and later life required us to learn to sew
and knit, often saying the prophetic words; “You never know what you are
coming to in this life.”
She little dreamed that “the coming to” was so close, and that the know
ledge was so soon to be brought into service. And just here let me give that
sainted mother all praise for her wonderful ability in managing her house
hold and rearing her children. But back to my story. The call for lint and
bandages. It was amazing the number of linen sheets and tablecloths that
were cut into bandages and scraped into lint.Ui
The first time a large body of soldiers came into Huntsville was a hot
day in mid-summer. We heard the tramp, tramp of feet, and looking, we saw
our Confederate soldiers. The street was full of them, as far as we could see.
They halted in front of our home and a m essenger asked if General
Breckinridge’s army could get water. Mr. Plummer replied: “Yes, every drop
in the well.” Three or four men came in, some to pump and others to fill
buckets along the line in front of our house. They would drink, fill their
canteens and move on, until the entire division had been supplied with as
cold, pure freestone water as was ever drunk. Meantime, how delighted I
was to gather every flower and fern and pin them on the soldiers’ coats.iv
The band would intersperse with beautiful music, and as the last one
disappeared on their way South the sweet strains of “My Old Kentucky
Home” was wafted back. I well remember General Breckinridge as he gal
loped back and forth on his splendid gray horse and waving his hat to us as
he moved on - every inch a soldier and gallant gentleman. Those were
busy days; the stores were empty, as their supply was cut off.

General John C. Breckinridge, CSA
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It was a marvel, the ingenuity we possessed in remodeling and com
bining old dresses into a new one. The hat question was quite amusing. No
more hats for men or women! Here our thrift was again called upon. I
guess some of you will laugh when I tell you I went out to my father’s
farm, gathered the long, ripe rye straw, bleached it, plaited it and made hats
for Mr. Plummer and myself. The children could still wear the dainty little
sunbonnets. I must say our hats were quite as pretty as the rough straw hats
I see to-day. You can scarcely realize how dependent we were on little
comforts that are so bountiful in our every-day life, such as matches, salt,
coffee, tea, etc. One match had to light a whole house, by carrying a lighted
candle or taper from room to room. For coffee we paid $10 a pound, in
State Bank of Tennessee money - many times that amount in Confederate
money. This was used only a few grains at a time to parch with potatoes or
dandelion root or rye, hoping it would give some flavor to them. We made
tea of raspberry leaves, but salt was a necessity hard to supply. My father
had the floor of his smokehouse dug up, where the meat had dripped for
years as it was smoked, put this soil in large boilers of water, poured off
the muddy water, and after repeating this process several times the last
water was boiled, the salt depositing on the bottom. Oh, how glad we were
to get a little bag of it, and how thankful! If you have never eaten unsalted
food you can hardly appreciate our joy in the possession of this precious
bag of salt.v

We were sadly in need of clothes; the old ones could be held together
no longer. Mr. Plummer must have some warm underwear, but the question
of where it was to come from was the enigma to be unraveled. Not a shirt
or yard of goods was to be bought! I at last fell upon a plan. When Dora
was a baby a friend had sent her a very large, fine sheepskin, on which she
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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sat and played away many baby hours. I cut the wool off of this sheepskin,
mother had it spun for me, and I determined to knit him some undershirts
of it, but where to find knitting needles long enough was the stumbling
block, which Mr. Plummer solved by making of cedar wood and polishing
them. My task was soon done, and a perfect success they proved. Mr.
Plummer often said they were the most pleasant shirts he ever wore. 1 some
times thought he was so lavish of his compliments as a reward for my
work. Then he must have a new coat. His best coat had to be his only one so
long that it was gone, too. I remember that he had a long black cloth circu
lar cloak, such as gentlemen used to wear, lined with plaid flannel. So I
took it to his tailor, had the coat and lining cut and undertook the making
myself. A Herculean task it proved! After many times putting in and taking
out, I brought forth a real nice, pretty coat. I had to go to a tailor only once
for instructions, and that was sewing in the sleeves. I felt very proud of my
success and was duly complimented on my work. So you see, children,
there is usually a way cut of everything if we try hard enough to find it.
My shoes also were about to say good-bye. I went to a shoe man, bought
a last and some soles, and I guess I looked the shoemaker sure enough
when I made the tops of cloth and with a leather strap over my foot and
knee sewed them on the soles. Yet another feather in my cap!

Chapter II.
One day in April 1862, the news reached us that the Yankees were
approaching. The citizens called a meeting, which resulted in about fifty
men going to meet them to try to make terms with them for the protection
of the people. They returned at nightfall, not having seen a trace of the
enemy, and we were content, thinking it was what we so often called grape
vine news, and many a hearty laugh in after days did we have over their
folly, showing very forcefully how little they knew of war or large armies.
On the 6th and 7lh of April the great battle of Shiloh was fought. Our
army suffered great loss. The wounded and dying were suffering for atten
tion. A telegram came asking all physicians to come at once to their relief.
My father, among many others, responded to the call and left well-equipped
with surgical instruments, lint, bandages and such medicine as he could
get. Two days later, just at the dawn of day, we were aroused by a rapid
knocking at our door, and there stood father, saying: “The Yankees are all
around you.” We looked out and beheld the large commons, not far off, all
Published by LOUIS, 2006
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white with tents, but over them, in grace and beauty, floated our own Con
federate flag. General Mitchell’s army had made a forced march in the
night and was all spread out before us, flying our flag as deception. He had
seized the telegraph lines and telegraphed to Shiloh to send every available
man to Virginia via Huntsville, signing the name of one of our Confederate
generals. So a long line of about eighteen or twenty cars filled inside and
on the top with Confederate soldiers were rolled right into his quarters and
sent at once as prisoners to the N o rth .vi

General Ormsby Mitchel, U.S.A.
The railroad ran just back of our garden, as the last of the long train
stopped there father [had gotten] off, and coming through our garden was
unobserved. Father had the knapsack of his nephew, who was killed at
Shiloh, on his back, which he readily took off. This was a new trouble to
dispose of. We knew they would bum the house if it was found and both
father and Mr. Plummer taken as prisoners. Mr. Plummer’s quick resource
fulness soon found he could lift the ceiling of a large linen press and throw
it into the attic.
By this time all was the wildest confusion, soldiers on horses and sol
diers on foot were everywhere - galloping, shouting, halting, swearing,
cursing and pounding on doors and rushing into the houses searching for
Confederate soldiers who might have escaped. They rushed into our house,
demanding any Confederate soldier there, threw open every door and closet
and wardrobe, took our breakfast from the table and eagerly devoured it.
And oh, such horrible language! We, who have been so gently reared, had
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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never heard such language, and I was almost petrified with fright. I dare
say I would hardly have been able to give a coherent answer to anything if
tested. I was speechless and scarcely dared to breathe.
Very soon a Confederate soldier who had made his escape from the
train came in a back door and begged us to hide him. He opened my ward
robe and got behind the hanging clothes, not many minutes before two
Yankees came in demanding Confederate soldiers. I promptly threw open
this wardrobe door, saying: “Search the house, if you wish; you see there is
no soldier here.” My promptness to open the door put them off their guard.
They looked everywhere else and left. Mr. Plummer said to the fellow in
the wardrobe: “Come out, put on this suit of old clothes and I’ll hide your
uniform and I’ll enter into a written agreement to hire you at a dollar a day
to work my garden until some plan can be formulated for your escape.”
The man was very grateful, was soon in citizens’ clothes and hoeing in the
garden for dear life, but the poor fellow was so nervous and frightened
when he came into dinner that a Yankee opened the door and asked who he
was. Mr. Plummer very promptly said: “A man I hired to work my garden.”
During the day he kept close watch where the picket stands were and just at
nightfall he bundled up his uniform and made his escape. We afterward
heard from him in the army in Virginia.
I can hardly depict the depravity of these Yankee soldiers. Think how
you’d feel to have them walk into your room and lift the cover off your
bed, throw it over their shoulders and walk off with a triumphant laugh!
Yet to these things we had to submit. I once said to them: “Why do you
bring this war on defenseless women and children? Go to the field and
meet our brave boys there and leave us alone - that would be manly.” But
soon found the least said the best. We were helpless, and had to submit.
I don’t remember ever to have seen Mr. Plummer more indignant than
one day returning from church in a down pour of rain a soldier on horse
back rode up on either side of him and lifted his umbrella up from him, tore
it into shreds and threw it back to him. The humiliation was bad enough,
but there were no more umbrellas to be had, and no money to buy one if
there had been.
But I must go back a little. I find I have omitted an important part of
my story. The afternoon of the capture of Huntsville, about 4 o’clock, two
soldiers came with an order from General Mitchell to arrest Mr. Plummer.
He was carried to headquarters, where he found other prominent citizens
and ministers also arrested."' Mr. Plummer begged that they send him home
Published by LOUIS, 2006
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with a special guard, that I was there alone except with two little children,
but General Mitchell would hear to nothing of the kind. He used every
argument and promised be back in the morning, all to no avail. Then it
occurred to him to give the Masonic sign, and without a word General
Mitchell ordered that he be sent home with a guard.™ I can never tell you
how relieved I was just at dark to see him coming in. I was so frightened as
to be almost beside myself. That poor guard suffered that night.ix He had
been on a forced march the night before and had to use many devices to
keep awake, leaping jumping, throwing buckets of water over himself, etc.
The next morning he gave me the minnieball that guarded my husband that
night, which was in time lost. Things in a measure grew more quiet and we
were beginning to adapt ourselves to the new order of things.
One afternoon Mr. Plummer went to see a sick neighbor. After he had
gone, another neighbor sent for me to please come at once, as her baby had
croup. I left Lou, my little step-daughter, and my little 4-year-old Dora
with Betty, my trusty girl. I found the baby very ill, so it was quite late in
the afternoon when Mr. Plummer and I both returned and found both chil
dren in the swing in the front yard. They said Bettie had told them to stay
there until she called them. Bettie was nowhere to be found. Immediately it
dawned upon us that she had gone to the Yankees. I was provoked beyond
measure, and began to look to see what she had taken. ‘Twere far easier to
tell what she had left. All could be summed up in two words, “Almost
nothing.” She had spread a Marseilles counterpane on the floor, emptied
every dresser drawer and wardrobe into it, tied it up and gone off the back
way. Some of the neighbors saw her go, but thought I was sending my
washing out to be done.
Every dress - winter and summer - among them three silk dresses,
heavy winter dresses, besides other simpler dresses, my hat, winter cloak
and shawl, every piece of my underwear, stockings and shoes, counter
panes, sheets, pillow slips, towels, table line, etc., and, indeed, I had not a
vestige of clothing left except what I had on. She could not use m en’s or
children’s clothing, so Mr. Plummer and the children escaped. All of this,
when not a yard of goods could be bought for love or money.
The next day was Sunday. As usual, the carriage from home called to
take me to church/ It was a little more than my pent-up feelings could
stand. I met them, crying like a child. When I told them my tale of woe,
Davy, the carriage driver, who was Bettie’s father, denounced her in bitterest
terms and was almost as upset as the rest of us were. The sisters from
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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home shared their scanty wardrobe with me, so as to make at least a change
for me.
Mr. Plummer got some hanks for thread from the Belle factory near
Huntsville.*' I had them dyed with ground ivy a pretty gray, which was
woven with a pin check of black. A neighbor gave me some scraps of black
alpaca which bound the ruffles and trimmed the dress, and you would be
surprised to have seen what a pretty dress I made of it. A Negro, some
months afterward, from the country told me she had some of my handsome
linen underwear, embroidered and with Valencia lace (the real, we did not
have imitation then), that she had bought from Bettie for a pair of old shoes;
that the Yankees who were taking her off, were attacked by the bushwhack
ers and they dropped her; she let the bundle fall into the river, and was glad
to get shoes for her feet for the clothes. Most of them she gave to the Ne
groes about her for something to eat. You may imagine what a desecration
it seemed, that that great black Negro should be wearing my handsome
wedding clothes.

Bell Factory
Courtesy o f the H untsville/M adison County P ublic L ibrary
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Before many months Mr. Plummer heard of a man who would go up
into some of the towns in Tennessee and bring back in his saddlebags any
thing he could. Mr. Plummer got him to bring back two calico dresses for
me, for which he gave in Bank of Tennessee money $77, the cheapest,
meanest calico I ever saw; but they did look so pretty to me, I needed them
so badly.
Forrest’s Cavalry began to worry the Yankee army very badly, and bush
whackers were busy picking off all straggling soldiers, and many a one
never returned to his place. This provoked the provost marshal into assum
ing an order that all mills be shut down, both flour and com; all roads
leading out of town be heavily guarded; that nobody from the country be
allowed to come into town or visa versa, and not an ounce of anything be
sold to the citizens. Determined to starve the people into submission.™ Our
stock of edibles was soon exhausted. We were reduced to just enough [com]
meal for two meals when a soldier came in and demanded com for his
horse. Our beautiful carriage and horses having been taken long before,
Mr. Plummer told him we had only enough [com] meal for two meals, and
a bushel of com which we expected to parch and live on after that; this he
could not give him for his horse. The soldier said: “I mean to have that
com, so up and get it for me.” Mr. Plummer whispered to me to put his
pistol in his hand behind him while he kept the man at the back getting a
drink of water. This I did, and I trembled with fear as I saw them move
toward the stable. I was greatly relieved when he returned, but what a strange
look on his face; what could it mean? He was pallid and trembling, and
said: “I never in my life made up my mind to kill a man before, but if that
man had taken that com, I never meant he should come out of that stable. I
was determined to kill him and bury him in the stable until I could get rid of
him some way.” First he tried to persuade the man to leave, as he knew the
government had com in abundance for the army. This failed; then he put
the pathetic side to him, when the man, much to his relief, said: “Well
mister, you talk so clever like I believe I’ll leave you your com,” and he
left. The next day when our last meal had been eaten our deal old trusty
Davy came in from father’s (they would let a Negro pass through the pick
ets, but not a white man) and said: “Marse George and Miss Liza sent me to
see if you had anything to eat.” With a choking voice I said: “Nothing but
some parched com.” The Negro was greatly distressed; he had driven us all
to school, from little children up to womanhood, and as he used to often
boast, he had educated us.
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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General Nathan Bedford Forrest, CSA
The next night at dark Davy tapped at my window and said: “Me and
John have a wagon-load of tan bark outside, and under it we have brought
you something to eat.” You may well imagine the wagon was backed into
the stable and unloaded. Our storeroom was soon replenished with two
large hams, some shoulders and side meat, lard, flour and meal, and we
most devoutly thanked both our heavenly and earthly father for it.
Shortly after this Mr. Plummer was taken ill with typhoid fever. He
grew worse rapidly, and father and Dr. Newman both pronounced it a des
perate case.xiii So troubles multiplied; but on, the rest grew small beside
this great one staring me in the face. I almost staggered as I thought of the
possible end. I went off to myself and, kneeling with my Bible before me,
prayed that I might open it at some text that would reassure and comfort
me, and I opened and read this text: “The prayer of faith shall save the sick
and the Lord shall raise him up.” (James 5:15) I hugged this promise to my
heart and claimed it as if said to me personally. He was exceedingly ner
vous, and we found it hard to keep him in bed when a regiment of cavalry,
camped just beyond, would pass twice a day taking their horses to the big
spring to water. Seeing someone was sick, as the bed was pulled out in the
Published by LOUIS, 2006
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middle of the floor to get all the breeze if there should be any, the weather
being intensely hot, thinking to annoy us all they could by whooping and
carousing and making every possible noise. Finally one day they halted
and an officer came in. I met him at the door. He introduced him self as the
colonel of the cavalry, and said: “I see someone is sick here, and I want to
know if my men have worried you or made a noise as they passed like the
noise I heard this afternoon.” I told him yes, twice a day. He saw the tears
well up in my eyes, and said: “I am a Frenchman, madam. I do not at all
approve o f the way you people are being treated. Take my word for it, if I
ever hear of such conduct again the offender shall be punished, and I’ll
give orders that the horses are to walk past this house and not a word be
spoken.” I thanked him as well as I could, and from that day the most
orderly troops imaginable passed the house.
Two days later we were staring Death in the face. The doctors had
pronounced Mr. Plummer hopelessly ill, and in a lucid moment he had
called each of us around his bed, bade us good-bye, and with his hands
covering our heads was commending us to our Heavenly F ather’s care.
Just at this crisis Jim, the negro nurse, whispered to me, saying: “There
are two soldiers with their guns pointed at this bed, and they told me to
tell you that if you did not bring out a Confederate soldier in three m in
utes they would let loose all four barrels of their guns on that bed.” Father
started out. They cursed him as an old baldhead and drove him back.
Father secured Mr. Plumm er’s pistol, but I went out to them and said:
“Gentleman, there is no Confederate soldier here. My husband is dying;
w on’t you please let him bid us good-bye in peace?” Just then Jim came
out behind me and said: “Maybe they think I’m a Confederate.” He was a
mulatto. I led him up to them and asked if this was the man they wanted.
They grabbed him by the collar and dragged him off, I pleading with
them to be kind to him. The next day I bought Jim back with a glass of
brandy, which we had been giving Mr. Plummer, a little every two hours.
Then I was duly alarmed, for if any citizen was caught giving liquor to the
soldiers their house was to be burned; but no disaster followed.
But back to my husband. Three doctors said he could not live until
midnight, and as the order had been given to shoot down any citizen found
on the street after dark, father had every preparation made to have him
shrouded. He dropped into a deep sleep, two hours passed and the time
for his medicine came, but he could not be aroused. Two more hours
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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passed and still the deep sleep continued; time for the third dose came and
still be could not be aroused. From pure exhaustion, consequent upon six
weeks of extreme anxiety and nursing, I had dropped to sleep. My mother
called me, saying: “Laura, if you want to see Mr. Plummer alive, come
now; he is almost gone.” I repeated to m yself and claimed the Bible prom
ise, and said: “No, mother, he will hear me; he will not die.” I put my
arms around him, kissed him and said: “Oh, Mr. Plummer, won’t you
open your eyes and speak to me?” At once he opened his eyes with a look
of intelligence in them and said: “Oh, Laura, I have had the sweetest
vision. Let me tell you.” (as near as I can remember, these were his very
words), “I was walking beside a dark river, the Savior had hold of my
hands; it was the River of Death; we started across, met obstacles, came
back, walked a little further down the stream, started across again, the
water was so cold, met obstructions again and returned. We walked fur
ther down the stream; here we came to a general fording place; hundreds
had crossed and were on the other shore, and hundreds were still cross
ing. We started over; the water was so cold and now was above my waist.
We stopped, the Savior looked at me and said: ‘Are you afraid?’ ‘No, not
so long as you hold my hand.’ Then the brightest smile overspread His
face and He said: ‘Not yet,’ and led me back to the shore. Just here you
awaked me.”
He lived twenty years after this, to spend his life in devotion and
work for this same Blessed Savior. I write this, dear children, because I
want you know how close your father lived to the Savior. “Go and do
likewise.”
I was greatly shocked one day, on looking out, to see my little 4-yearold Dora in the arms of a great, rough soldier, he kissing and caressing her
lavishly. I called to her to come to me at once. The soldier, with tears in
his eyes, brought her to me, saying: “Madam, don’t be alarmed for your
little girl. I called her to me. I left a sweet little flaxen-haired girl behind
me, away off North. I saw your little girl playing with her shaggy dogs, so
like my own, I could not resist the temptation of pressing her to my bo
som.” I had seen so little of tenderness in the Yankee soldiers and so
much of roughness, that my fears were naturally aroused. Dora promised
to bring that soldier some potatoes the next day, so at the appointed hour
she was at the gate with her little basket of potatoes. He gladly took the
potatoes and left a dime and a cake of soap in the basket. This soldier
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came after supper one night and asked the privilege of rocking D ora to
sleep, which he did and put her in her little bed as tenderly as a mother
could. The passage of Scripture came to me. “And a little child shall lead
them,’,xiv and I was led to believe there was a tender spot in every heart
which would call forth affection and good impulses if the right one stroked
the chords.
We were on contested grounds, being a border State, or near one. We
would often go to bed in the hands of one army and awake to find another
had possession of us.xv
One night about 10 o ’clock we heard loud orders to “Halt! Halt!” with
the hurried tramp of horses and men all around us, with the never-failing
accompaniment of profanity, and the incessant explosion of guns. Our house
had its rain of bullets, and the boom of cannon told us a heavy skirmish was
going on. There was a large double chimney in the house; we wrapped
ourselves in blankets and quilts and crouched behind this chimney as the
safest place in the house, fearing every moment the house would be broken
into or set on fire. When morning came we found Forrest had dashed in and
seized a lot of government stores and made his escape. These attacks al
ways exasperated the Yankees and they vented their spite on the citizens;
but we were willing to bear it, if it brought relief to our soldiers.xvi Words
availed nothing, so we were left with our only weapon - silence.
Late, after midnight, one night I heard a faint whisper at our door. I had
learned to sleep and listen at the same time. I woke Mr. Plummer and told
him someone was whispering at the door. He asked who it was, and the
answer came: “A friend, open the door.” But we had learned not to trust
everybody who professed to be a friend. Mr. Plummer said: “Give your
name.” “D.C. Kelly,” came in reply.xvii He was one of our best friends a
major in Forrest’s Cavalry. We there sat in the middle of the room, on the
floor, in utter darkness, and talked for half an hour and then he wended his
way in the darkness to where his family were. How it touched our hearts to
be near our own soldiers and hear them talk.
Newspapers were rare, especially those from beyond the Yankee lines,
and occasionally when one was smuggled in it was passed from hand to
hand until it almost dropped to pieces. About this time our little Katie
came.xvui What a stormy advent in a country where no man’s life was safe.
Her little innocent face was as calm as a mid-summer’s day; war and disaster
could not hurt her.
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CHAPTER III.

The president of the Huntsville Female College gave offense some way
and was sent to some Northern prison.’1'’1 The trustees at once besought Mr.
Plummer to fill the vacancy. In a few days he was duly elected, and we
were settled in the college. It was with many a heartache I left my dear little
cottage home. Now our troubles, anxieties and responsibilities were in
creased manifold. With a family of seventy-five girls, besides teachers and
servants, we had our hands full, and more than full. Mrs. Wilson, the former
president’s wife, still took charge of the dining-room and kitchen, while I
took charge of the girls, etc. It was a heavy care, and told on my health. I
grew thinner, and paler, and weaker, until I was fast in bed. We had a few
resident physicians, and they had so much to do I could get no medical
attention. They advised Mr. Plummer to call in the post doctor. He gave but
little encouragement; it seemed the long strain had been too much for me
and nature was about to succumb. My father was not allowed to come to
see me. I determined to make one last effort. I had them prop me up with
pillows and someone to hold my arm while I wrote to General Logan, then
in charge of the forces there. I told him I did not think I could live but a
short time, indeed his own doctors had told me so, and as a dying woman I
begged that he send me a pass for my father to come to see me. That my
father was a loyal, true Southern man, and would not take the oath of alle
giance to the United States (no man was allowed to come into town with
out taking this oath), but would he not, in mercy to one so near the grave,
allow him to come in to see me? General Logan’s reply to my note was
very touching, sending me the pass with the promise to renew it as often as
needed. It was but a matter of a few hours before my father’s carriage, with
him in it and every possible comfort in the way of pillows and blankets,
was at the front, and when the night closed in I was in my dear old child
hood home, where with the best of care both baby and I were nursed back
to health again. I have ever a tender feeling for General Logan, and thought
how the fates of men and women change, as I, years afterward, stood by his
monument in Chicago.xx
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Returning health and strength soon called me back to the many duties
awaiting me, and no light charge was it to care for so many girls under the
circumstances. They were cut off from their homes, seldom if ever hearing
from their friends, and my ingenuity was often taxed to quiet their fears
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and cheer their homesickness or to infuse a spark of hope in them when it
was so dim in my own heart. We moved on pretty well for a time and were
beginning to feel settled and in a way secure, when we learned that Forrest
had surrounded the town, driven in the pickets and demanded a surrender
of the fort and army. All citizens were again ordered inside their doors. Just
here a real laughable thing occurred: it did not seem so laughable at that
time as thereafterward. My nurse, a woman of middle age, came running
into my room from the campus, with the baby in her arms, scared almost to
death, threw the baby like a bundle on the bed, saying: “Here, Miss Plummer,
here’s your chile: I got to go for my life to the fort; Marse Forrest gwinter
catch us all and kill us.” We could see town, a few hours were given to let
all who wished to leave the town go out. The streets were crowded with
people, in wagons and on foot, carrying armfuls of clothes and bedclothes,
provisions and cooking utensils, making for the country. It seemed but folly
for us to undertake it - with so large a family, it would have been impos
sible to have taken care of them, so we decided to await developments.™
There were buckets of turpentine, with long faggots, put at every street
comer, with two men to guard it, with orders that if Forrest did attempt to
take the town to set fire to every building. Shade trees were cut down at
every corner to blockade the streets; everything was in readiness. We had
gone into the basement of the house, everyone with her quilt or blanket and
pillow, ready to run when the orders were given. About noon the first fire
from the fort came, which was answered by Forrest, and all that day and
night we could hear the peculiar whiz and whistle of the shells as they
passed over our heads, we being in the direct line from the fort. If I live
many years yet, I ’ll never forget the sound of those shells, peculiarly their
own. The horrors of that day and night would be hard to tell. We did not
know what a moment would bring forth. Forrest demanded a surrender, or
at daylight he would take the town by storming it. But you may imagine
our surprise and delight when, at 6 o’clock the next morning, all was as
serene and calm as a mid-summer’s day. Forrest and his men had crossed
the Tennessee River with a long train of supplies he had captured, and this
feint of a fight was to run in the pickets and cover the wagon train until it
was across the river.xx“
Just as we were going in to dinner one day a Union man, Rev. John
Edmondson, called to tell me he had just heard of the death of my brotherin-law, Mr. Bruckner, killed in the battle before Atlanta, Ga. He was aidede-cam p on Colonel Coltart’s staff, and his colonel being killed, he took
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charge of the regiment and was killed with a Minnie ball in the head. The
shock was terrible. I loved Brother John as a brother indeed, and in truth, a
truer or noble man could not be found. Mr. Plummer and I went out at once
to bear the sad tiding to my sister, at my father’s home, in the country. We
found her anxiously watching at the bedside of her baby, who afterward
died. How it fell like a thunderbolt on her! She almost collapsed. Death,
under the most favorable circumstances, is always a shock; but oh, my,
how terrible under existing circumstances this was! Our hearts were all
tom and bleeding, yet we knew her suffering was far beyond ours, and we
felt so helpless to soothe and comfort her.xxiii
Conflicts and trials seemed unending, when the order came for us to
vacate the college at once for a hospital. This was a puzzling question, how
and what to do. Mr. Plummer succeeded in getting General Rosecrans, in
charge at that time, to send the girls through the lines to their Southern
homes. They were wild with delight, and we bade them good-bye and God
speed with mingled feelings of regret and rejoicing, too. We felt it better
for them.xxiv The question now came, what were we to do? Our church had
been used by the army as a hospital, and was burned to the ground through
carelessness; our home was rented, and we felt nonplussed, indeed.xxv Mrs.
Willis Harris, a friend, invited us to come to her house until we could find
a place, where we were soon enjoying her home for a short period. Mr.
Plummer lost no time in his search for a house. Dr. Slaughter and family
were refugeeing South, and his agent was glad to offer his house to us. We
gathered our effects together and moved there. There was no cooking stove
in the kitchen and but little furniture in the house. Knowing there was no
hope of getting a cooking stove, we collected here and there an oven, some
pots, and old-fashioned crane and andirons, teakettle and skillet and had to
go back to the old-time days of cooking in an open fireplace. A new order
of things to me. We had some provisions left at the college, which gave us
a start.xxvi
Mr. Plummer opened a little private school in one room of the house. I
say little, because there were very few families who could send their chil
dren to school. The Episcopalians had built a handsome new church just
before he war; their old one was unoccupied, and they tendered this to the
Methodists, and Mr. Plummer was unanimously persuaded to preach for
them. Everybody at that time was in a great financial strait. No money to
hire a sexton, to buy coal, etc, and, of course no salary for a minister, ex
cept the pennies taken up in the Sunday morning collection, which was
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always less than $1, and often not more than 25 cents. But he thought he’d
hold the church together, if possible. Fortunately, the church was near us.
Mr. Plummer would make the fires and my cook and I cleaned the church.xxvU
One Sunday, just as the services were about to open, we heard the fa
miliar tramp of soldiers and the dropping of guns on the pavement; then in
walked a hundred soldiers. We knew they had some purpose in view, but
Mr. Plummer carried on the service as if nothing unusual had occurred,
preaching a deeply spiritual sermon and praying for all soldiers in arms
and for peace to overspread the land, and that war might be swept from our
borders. They waited very respectfully until the congregation had dispersed,
then the officer in charge said: “We came here to-day to arrest you, but
your sermon, and your prayers for peace and your deep piety have touched
us and we have changed our minds.” The collection that day was $10. What
a wealth it did seem! The verse from the Bible came to me: “Soft words
tumeth away wrath.”xxviii
Some soldiers were shot by the bushwhackers and again they decided
to starve us. We provided against this. Mr. Plummer had bought a lot of
dried herring and just a joke they proved. We could not get rid of them, so
we gave them to the negroes. The oft-repeated question came up, how are
we to make a living? Times grew steadily harder. This time we settled it by
taking Yankee officers to board, thinking they would be a protection as
well as give us an income. We let them have two rooms in the house and
others came to day-board; then, again, this entitled us to buy from their
stores, which was a great relief. We had an understanding that we would
treat them as gentlemen, but they must extend to us the same courtesy, and
that the great issues of the day would be forbidden topic. They proved to be
very pleasant men, and no disagreeable conflict ever occurred. They were
devoted to the children and made great pets of them.
Two old maids lived alone next door. One cold night, about 2 o’clock,
we were aroused by these two ladies’ screams, begging Mr. Plummer to
come over there quickly. As soon as possible, he jum ped over the yard
fence and found a soldier had bursted open their door and was lying on
floor bleeding to death. Mr. Plummer ran across the street to the hospital
and brought a surgeon, but the poor fellow was in a hopeless condition. He
and the street guard had gotten into a fight and he was fatally stabbed. Mr.
Plummer told him his time was short, and if he wished to send any mes
sages to his family he would send them for him. He gave their names and
addresses, and asked Mr. Plummer to take a picture out of his inner vest
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pocket. He pressed it to his lips - it was a picture of his wife and child - and
said: “Tell them I die with their picture to my lips.” Mr. Plummer then
prayed for him, and he died just as the prayer ended. Mr. Plummer took his
watch and picture and sent them to his wife and received a very grateful
letter from her.™*
I find my story growing too long, so I must necessarily omit many
things. The seat of war had moved further South, and we were left with a
regular garrison, which made our lives less hazardous and more quiet. A
wealthy man, Mr. Calhoun, owned the entire block across the street from
us. His house and grounds were very handsome. He spent his summers in
Paris and his winters in Huntsville. The war caught him abroad and he
stayed there. This property was taken for a hospital. There were paintings
that cost thousands of dollars, and the most expensive of Italian statuary.
These the soldiers sent home to their friends as trophies of the war.xxx
I can’t resist the pleasure of telling you a little incident that occurred to
a cousin of mine. Cousin Martha Spotswood. She was a woman who thought
everybody was as honest as she herself was. An army follower, or peddler,
called at their homestead and wanted to sell her some nutmegs. Oh, how
delighted she was! She had seen no spices or extracts for years, and was
eager to get them. He grated a little in her hand to let her see how fine they
were. “Oh, it was so good; give me a dozen!” She paid him hard-earned
money and a big price, too for them. The man wrapped them up and was
quickly gone. She at once tried one and found they were all wood. As long
as she lived the joke followed her, and her abuse of the Yankees followed
the joke.xxxi
The news of Lincoln’s death came like a thunder-clap. Orders were is
sued that every house should put crape on their front door-knob. Some did,
but many did not. One man had a great big Negro doll made and hung it by
one foot to his door-knob, for which he was promptly put behind the bars.xxxii
If two or more people were seen talking on the street, or a smile or
laugh was heard, a soldier was there to forbid it. But must hurry on. The
war was over. Our brilliant hopes lay like withered leaves at our feet; our
hearts were bleeding and sore; unbidden tears would fall, and we would sit
and wonder what the end would be. Was it possible, all of these years of
privation and suffering were for naught? These questions would come and
come, but no answer followed. Everything seemed so uncertain. We knew
great and momentous things or changes were just before us, and still w e’d
ask ourselves the question, what will the end be?
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CHAPTER IV.
Duties stern and urgent called us on. We found no time to ponder and
muse; so, with broken spirits and blasted fortunes, we drove ourselves to
the task of living again. The sight of our soldier boys coming back brought
gladness to our hearts, and we welcomed them as heroes, for heroes they
truly were, braver and better and dearer in their tattered garments and al
most shoeless feet than their opponents. Overpowered and whipped, but
not conquered!
The reconstruction days were upon us and I am almost constrained to
say, the hardest of all to bear. The Negroes laid down their work and were
demanding the forty acres of land and a mule the government was to give
them. Unhappy, discontented and suspicious, they would listen to no rea
son, expecting great things, as they had been promised by the Yankee sol
diers - receiving nothing, they became rebellious; at sea with neither rud
der nor anchor, they sought where and on whom to vent their spleen, refus
ing to work, yet demanding a support. Their threats were many and farreaching, coming depredations and threatening to rise, kill the white people
and take possession of their homes and lands.xxxiii
But I leave you to learn all about these days of terror from your history,
and be sure you get a history written by a Southern man who knew whereof
he wrote.
Back once again to my little story. O f course, we had to give up Dr.
Slaughter’s house, our beautiful little cottage home was burned, the old
well all that was left to mark the spot, the five and one-half acres of ground,
for which we gave $4,500, was sold for $200 years after. The last mail that
left Huntsville for the South, before the capture by General Mitchell car
ried the deed to a farm in Florida for Confederate money. We hoped for
years it, too, had been captured, but no such good luck.xxxiv
Father would have us come to his home while Mr. Plummer went out
and looked for work. Soon bankruptcy was on every hand. Mr. Plummer
had the rest of his means in money loaned to four wealthy men and secured
beyond fear, as he thought. But he was paid up in bankrupt notices - not a
cent left, except $800 father had saved for him. With this we had to begin
life anew. He was in time elected president of the Soule Female College, at
Murfreesboro, Tenn. The building had been used as a hospital, and, oh, the
scraping of walls, the disinfecting, papering and painting that had to be
done. But we were finally moved in and school opened. Everybody was
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glad of a chance to send their children. Five years without schools told
fearfully on their education, and we had many grown girls at school.
I am telling you all of this, children, to tell you of the Ku-Klux Klan.xxxv
The negroes had become so insubordinate that some means had to be taken
to check them, in order to live with them at all. Being a superstitious race,
it was found best to work on the superstitions, hence this organization sprang
up. Nobody knows where, or who they were. One night we heard that sev
eral hundred of them would pass about 10 o’clock in front of the college.
We had every light out, the curtains drawn and the girls all seated at the
windows; not a word to be spoken - absolute stillness. At the appointed
time they came, and I could hardly wonder that they struck terror to the
Negroes. They were the most weird, ghastly objects I ever saw. Their horses
were all robed in white, that came almost to the ground; their ears were
standing about two feet high, and they had great flaring red eyes. The rid
ers wore long black robes extending to the horses’ knees. They wore black
masks, from which hung long white beards. On their heads were hats three
feet high, with holes all over them, through which the light from the lamps
inside shone. They carried long swords and longer wands, all white, and
some carried grotesque banners and weird lanterns. Not a sound was heard,
except the regular sound of the horses’ hoofs on the pike. But they brought
quiet and security to the people as nothing else had done, and we hailed
them with delight and honored them as our rescuers.
Many amusing things occurred with them. If they heard of any misde
meanor they’d visit that home that night and punish the offender, or scare
him almost to death.
Now children, big and little, old and young children, my little story is
finished. Are you very tired? I hope not, for I don’t want you to remember
me as a tiresome old woman. It was a pleasure for me to write these facts
for you, that you may know just what we people in the South passed through,
and to tell you that you have nothing but pride in recalling the lives of your
ancestors - a true, loyal, patriotic people, willing to suffer and die fo r home
and native land.
Laura

Wharton Plum m er

Christmas, 1910

Seventy-five Years Old
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Mrs. Mary Bruckner’s War Experience. Etc.

My father, Dr. George R. Wharton, came of an old English family of
the nobility who came over with William and Mary and all who bear the
name are proud of it. He was born in Virginia but raised near Nashville,
Tenn. And came out to Huntsville, Ala. When quite a young man, where he
was associated with his uncle, Dr. Dabney M. Wharton, in practice of medi
cine. He was a successful physician whom everybody loved and honored.™"
My maternal Grandfather, Capt. Richard Harris, died at my father’s
house, 1853, in his 94lh year. He had fought through the Revolutionary War
and was standing in a few feet of Gen. Washington when Lord Comwallace’s
[Cornwallis] sword was delivered. This was done by a member of his staff,
Comwallace himself being sick and was received by an officer of corre
sponding rank.
I have often heard him say that as the armies were drawn up facing
each other, there was probably never so marked a contrast in the appear
ance of any two bodies of men as in those assembled there.
The British had just drawn new uniforms and were dazzling in their
crimson broadcloth coats, while the Americans were ragged and dirty and
many of them barefooted. The feeling of exultation was so high that one
American boy jumped upon a stump waving his hat cried, “The day is
ours.” Instantly he was shot down, another one repeated the act with the
same result, and I think the third but am not sure. Had they restrained their
enthusiasm a few moments longer the arms of the enemy would have been
laid down and nothing to mar their joy.
The last few years of his life were saddened by the war clouds on the
political horizon, causing ominous forebodings for the safety of the Union
so dearly achieved, fearing lest all their hardships and sacrifices had been
in vain. We of the present day have but a faint conception of their troubles.
My Grandfather’s mother was a widow, but sent all her sons, six in num
ber, to the small pox camp to be innoculated for small pox (vaccination not
having been discovered) before entering the army.xxxvii No wonder he loved
the Union, and that we were all more or less imbued with the feeling. In
deed the South was generally in the beginning for the Union. Well do I
remember hearing a speech from Hon. Jere Clemens, Alabama’s most gifted
son, in which he said, “Tomorrows sun in his long journey will shine upon
no land so fair, so heaven blessed as our own South-land, and shall we with
Published by LOUIS, 2006

67

25

Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 31 [2006], No. 2, Art. 7
suicidal hand apply the torch that will lay waste so fair a heritage? Heaven
forbid?” I mention these facts to show that the better class of people and
the larger proportion of the southerners were not for secession in the begin
ning of the war.™1'™
But after the John Brown episode and Harpers Ferry raid,xxxix we found
that our slaves (whom the Yankees had sold us because they could not
work them profitably in their cold climate) were being incited to insurrec
tion and murder, the tide of public opinion veered like a mighty avalanche
sweeping everything before it; leaving but a few Union men in the south
and they were regarded with suspicion.
It was at that time that my father said to my mother, “Eliza if your
father were living now he would say “let the Union go.”
This brings me to our immediate family. I married Mr. J.T. Bruckner
and when he entered the Confederate Army, I and my three little boys went
to my father’s house to stay until the close of the war. Ours was a happy
home. Father, Mother, and six daughters. The house was a large old fash
ioned brick building with many airy rooms situated on an elevation with a
declivity in front and on either side, at the foot of which a cave spring that
was 30 ft. below the surface and was welled with stone. The steps also
leading down to the water were of stone. After a heavy rain the water arose
to the top and flowed out in a bold stream through the large grove of forest
trees in front of the house. This grove had a white fence around it with a
gate at either end. Imagine the mountain as a background and you have an
idea of the ancestral home. It was here most of us were bom and we love it.
I might tell you of many privations we went through when the war came
on, and the many expedients resorted to in hiding valuables, but you have
read of similar stories elsewhere. Our servants were faithful as a whole,
many of them remaining until the end of the war and afterwards, but still
there was a lurking distrust all the while, for freedom is sweet and had it
been attempted in a different spirit it would have been all right.
Never shall I forget the first cannon we heard when Gen. Mitchel’s
army corps entered Huntsville. At last we were in the midst of it. I believe
it was that very morning that several scouts came up the hill and demanded
breakfast. Several of us left the table as they strode into the dining room
with pistols and clanking swords. From this time on it was almost a daily
experience for them to take off cattle and provisions of some sort.
Once they were about to take off the entire pen of fattening hogs, when
my father told them if they did the negroes would suffer and that saved
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them. At one time they sent 30 large army wagons into the field and carried
them off filled with com. The next day this was repeated and when an
officer came to the house to give vouchers for it to be collected when the
war was over at greatly reduced rates amounting to almost nothing I felt
exasperated and said to him, “I wish with your Yankee ingenuity you could
construct a Rail Road from Earth to Heaven and put us women and chil
dren on it instead of coming here to starve us because you are too cowardly
to meet our army in the field.”
“If we did Madam you would have to go with a Yankee conductor and
you would not like that.”
I replied, “I would consider the matter.” So he got the better of me.
Fortunately that was a very prolific year for crops and we managed to stand
it, but the strain was sore. Our heavenly Father knows how to fit the burden
to the back.
Just here let me say that my M other’s beautiful Christian character
shone out making her the presiding genius of the household, as she consid
ered and provided for everybody’s comfort. It was a source of much sor
row to me that we were cut off from our army, it being very seldom that my
letters from my husband could reach me. The Tennessee River, ten miles
away, was the dividing line between the two forces and twice I went to it
with clothing for him, which as it was necessary to pass through the picketlines, had to conceal under the convenient large hoop skirts of those days.
At one time I carried a full suit of uniform of gray jeans, made from wool
grown on the place and spun by the Negro women. Both times they reached
him as I learned after his death. Once a letter to me from him was picked up
on the river bank and carried to my brother-in-law’s house, Mr. Plummer,
evidently having been thrown down by a Confederate soldier, as he hurried
across the river to escape capture.
This letter was in answer to one telling of the death of my baby and
was written on the battle field as they were awaiting an attack at Mission
ary Ridge.
One night on returning from visiting a patient, my father found the
front grove filled with sutlers’ wagons for the army corps in town. He went
to their office and insisted upon his moving inside their lines, saying they
had doubtless been watched by Bushwhackers as they passed through the
barrens, a section of poor land with stunted growth, and while he was as
ignorant as they of their movements, he greatly feared some of their horses
would be stolen through the night. This they refused to do. Sure enough
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that very thing happened, and as a reprisal they came out and carried off
pretty much every thing they wanted as he had foreseen. W hen our fine
carriage horses went, we all cried. We had kept them hidden on the moun
tain, as they were young of fine breed and thoroughly broken by a profes
sional. Not long after this a party of men perhaps a dozen rode up to the
gate and called father out and asked if he had any horses. Father told him
there were two condemned horses in town, some of the family having gone
in, in the school cab, besides he had an old mule which one of the neigh
bors had borrowed. They ordered a squad of men to go over to the neigh
bors with him to get the mule, at the same time telling them to take father
on the hill and kill him. They also allowed just 15 minutes for us to get out
of the house what we could, before it was burned. He stayed so long that
we went to him fearing trouble. He took me aside and told me to dig up the
gold buried in the basement and take care of it. My sister Blossie said,
“Father I will go with you.” Of course there was the wildest confusion in
the house, although we did not know of the order to kill him. Martha, the
house girl, blew the horn called the negroes from the field and in a short
time they had a wagon loaded with flour, lard, sugar, meat, coffee, etc.
While the women came in to help tie up wearing apparel, beds & bedding,
in sheets to be thrown from the windows when they where they picked up
and carried out of danger of the flames.
When they reached the gate with father and Blossie leading to the road,
a merciful Providence came to our relief. Capt. Williams who was in charge
of the raid on the place a few days before rode up saying, “Doctor, you
seem to be trouble.” Yes,” said my father, “This man has ordered my house
burned and me killed.” Capt. Williams said, “I am a superior officer and
countermand the order.” Then turning to the man told him to move on that
he knew he had no such orders. After he left Capt. Williams said, “Do you
know that man? He was raised in your own county and is the meanest man
in the army, his name is Ben Harris and you certainly would have been
killed had not I met you.” xl
It was not long after they left when we smelled burning feathers, soon
found they had burned a neighbor’s house and thrown the feather beds in
the flames.
After the war was over one afternoon as we sat on the front porch two
pedestrians came and asked shelter for the night. My father replied, “I do
not keep a hotel but have never turned a man from my door at nightfall.”
After supper the conversation naturally drifted to the war and father
told them of the Ben Harris incident, remarking, “I am glad that man died
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for I should have felt compelled to hunt him up and kill him.” The next
morning only one of them came down to breakfast, he remarking that his
companion had gone into town. Father had occasion to go into town that
day himself and seeing the man on the street asked who he was. “Why
Doctor,” was the reply, “that is the son of Ben Harris, the man who ordered
your house burned and you killed.”
After my father’s death, my Mother, my Sister Ellen, my two sons and
myself moved to Atlanta, Georgia. When my mother died in Nashville,
1893, Ellen who had been delicate all her life, had never married, came to
live with my two sons and myself. Unto all of us she had been a blessing
more than I can tell.
I pass over the death of my good noble husband as of no interest to
others, only saying at the age of 30 years, when the war was over, my
husband, two children and property were all gone, leaving only myself and
two small children. The God of the widow and fatherless has been our stay
and help in every time of need.

Chapt. 2
Added as I had omitted many things I should have mentioned.
At last the deprivations of the Yankees became so frequent and dis
tressing that starvation seemed staring us in the face in the near future, so it
was necessary to have a safe guard which the commandant of the post
kindly furnished.*1*
One night about 9 o’clock the front door bell rang and upon opening
the door, father was amazed to find a company of soldiers in the porch and
at the gate. The Capt. told him they had been invited to an oyster supper
there. Father said, “It is a mistake gentlemen. I never heard of it before,
besides I could not get an oyster if my life depended on it. (We were not
allowed transportation on the Rail Road), and moreover there is a very sick
young lady in the house and I beg you to withdraw your men as quietly as
possible.” ,llii
He then remarked that the negroes had had a party the previous Satur
day night and perhaps that caused the mistake. That made them still mad
der as they saw a practical joke had been played off on them, so they left in
a rage. On reaching the picket post when asked where they had been, re
plied, “To see the Devil.”
Published by LOUIS, 2006

71

29

Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 31 [2006], No. 2, Art. 7
“Did you see him?” “Yes.” (It occurred to them to retaliate by fooling
some one else.) “At Dr. W harton’s chained in the stable,” giving an awful
description of an animal saying he had come down from the mountain.
The next day they came flocking out to see the devil. Mr. Taylor, the safe
guard, could not imagine what they meant, until they repeated the story
told at the picket post, and he was provoked.
Finally the General sent for father and asked him to bring that animal
whatever it was into town, that he believed every man in the army corps
would ask to go to see it. Father who was much of a humorist replied,
“There is a singular man out there, one side of whom if a line would be
drawn down his forehead, is quite black and that side of his head has kinky
hair.” “And what color is the other side?” “Oh, that is black too,” replied
my father. He then told the story and so vanquished the devil, would his
prototype could be so easily exorcised.
Chap. 3
When the war was over and military rule was over, we were in a mea
sure at the mercy of our former slaves, uneducated, elated at their emanci
pation and feeling they had the sympathy if not the approbation of the car
pet-bag officers placed over us who were the temporary arbiters of what
pretense of law there was were already committing acts of the lawlessness
and outrage. Under such circumstances did the defeated and impoverished
south drift into the reconstruction period of terror.
Remember we had no courts or administration of civil law for four
years. Is it astonishing then that some expedient should have resorted to for
the protection of our homes and firesides?
Hence the Ku Klux Klan.
Knowing the superstitious nature of the Negro race, it was deemed
best to work upon their fears. We had seen nothing of them though. One
night two neighbor boys with sheets around them and slightly disguised
came over for a frolic.xiiii After spending a while in the parlor with the fam
ily they started home and as they ran down the pavement the children cried
out, “Hurrah for the Ku Klux.” Immediately the negroes rushed out and
fired on them as they put off at full speed down the road when the negroes
from the other quarters came out thus placing them between two fires.
They then discarded horses and disguise and fled to mountains where
they spent the night. Father went out and tried to quiet them, but to no
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good, they told him to go back into the house, they did not wish to harm
him, but no Ku Klux would ride on that hill. Not long afterwards, Father,
Mother and my sister Ellen left for a visit of several days, when one day at
noon a real company of Ku Klux came and told the Negro women (the men
had left the field and ran to the mountain on the first intimation of their
approach) that they had heard their threats and came in the day time to
show them they could do so. After searching for arms they left word for
the men to bring their guns to a certain place and that would be the last of it.
If they did not the next time they came there would be trouble.
One woman went into the town and rushed into the court-house saying
she had been wounded by the Ku Klux and was looking for a doctor, whereas
not a shot had been fired and no one hurt. As soon as they came in sight this
woman ran up stairs to my room and locked the door.
The Negro men refused to work until Father came home though Mr.
Wilson offered to go to the field with them. When the laws were re-estab
lished the old organization sank into obscurity from which it emerged, its
mission ended.
I have entered upon the task of recording these memories rather reluc
tantly in consideration of my 77 years and my imperfect eye-sight caused
by cataract which though partially restored by an operation, leaves me very
nearsighted, obstructing the free use of my arm to come within range of
vision.
Mrs. Mary Wharton Bruckner
(Sister of Laura Wharton Plummer)
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Appendix
“It is indeed a desirable thing to be well descended, but the glory be
longs to our ancestors.” xliv At the risk of sounding like an essay on geneal
ogy, it is necessary to place the players at the scene, to give information
about the Wharton family. Little is known now in Madison County about
them, but this was a distinguished family, truly remarkable people in re
markable times.
Laura and Mary Jane Wharton’s father, Dr. George Wharton, arrived
originally in Huntsville to practice medicine with his uncle, Dabney Miller
W harton. Dr. Dabney Wharton, a druggist and physician, was born in
Powhatan County, Virginia in 1780. He had married in 1809 a local girl,
Virginia Anne T. Swann. The couple settled in Madison County where he
operated a drug store on the Town Square in partnership with Drs. M.S.
Watkins and William H. Wharton, perhaps a brother. In 1824 with a new
partner, he anticipated delivery from New York of “a splendid assortment
of Medicines, Paints, Surgical Instruments, etc.” Dr. Dabney M. Wharton,
with other leading figures in Huntsville, helped form the Colonization So
ciety in 1832 to assist African slaves to return to their homeland. Dr.
Wharton could walk to his office on the Square from his home conve
niently located at the comer of Williams and Adams Streets. Later the home
of Leroy Pope Walker, first Secretary of War for the Confederacy, occu
pied this site. Mrs. Wharton, Virginia, died in 1843. Dr. Dabney Wharton
died in Hinds County, Mississippi in 1866.xlv
His nephew, the girls’ father, Dr. George Richard Wharton, a graduate
of Transylvania Medical School in Lexington, Kentucky, decided to take
up practice on the frontier and came to join his uncle, Dr. Dabney Wharton.
Here George married Eliza P. Harris, daughter of Capt. Richard Harris, in
1832. According to the 1850 census George and Eliza had a growing fam 
ily of girls that included Mary, 16; Laura, 14; Elizabeth, 12; Ellen, 10;
Cornelia, 7; Ann, 3; and Eugenia, 3/12 months. This baby died in August of
1850. The couple’s only son, George, had died in infancy in March of that
same year. Living with them at this time, the start of the Civil War, also
were Mrs. W harton’s father, Richard Harris now, 91; Susan L. Thompson;
and her daughter Jane, age fifteen.xlv‘
One acquaintance described life in Huntsville. Sue Dromgoole Mooney,
also the wife of a Methodist minister, wrote about the new friends she met.
“Social life was at full tide, and many were the invitations to dine, to drive,
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to take tea.... The homes in all the region round about were elegant and the
people of the highest type - educated, cultured Christians. I recall with much
pleasure the home of Dr. George R. Wharton a few miles from Huntsville.
He had a number of beautiful daughters, among them Miss Laura....” *1™
Of the girls, Mary Jane, the eldest, married John T. Bruckner in 1854.
John Bruckner owned the “Sewing Machine Depot” on the north side of
the Square. His advertisement in the City Directory of 1859-1860 showed
a modem sewing machine that every housewife might yearn for. His young
family lived five miles out on the Pulaski Pike, with his father-in-law, Dr.
George Wharton. Bruckner was enumerated in 1860 as being an artist. Their
children were George W., age 5; Eugene, 3; and baby Herbert, 1 year old.
Mary Jane had lost a son, John at 21 months of age, and George would also
die in infancy, leaving her with two sons.*1™'
Laura Wharton married Rev. James Plummer. James Ranson Plummer,
Jr. had been born in Columbia, Tennessee on April 24, 1822 and attended
Jackson College. He then graduated from LaGrange College (now Univer
sity of North Alabama) and was licensed to be a minister in 1844. Rever
end Plummer served the First Methodist Church in Lebanon, Tennessee in
1847 and 1848. He married Sarah Ann Elizabeth Ford of Athens, Alabama
early in 1851, and their daughter Martha Louetta Plummer was bom De
cember 9, 1851. He next served as pastor of the First Methodist Church in
Huntsville from 1851-1853 where he had responsibility for First Method
ist and the colored missions in Huntsville. His small family moved to Quincy,
Florida where unfortunately his wife died on October 7, 1855 leaving him
a widower with a young daughter. Remaining in Florida Reverend Plummer
served as presiding elder of the Tallahassee District for the next two years.xlix
However he returned north to the Tennessee Conference and met the
second Wharton daughter, Laura. They married on January 21, 1857. Their
daughter Dora Dee Plummer was bom March 8,1858, and the family settled
on the Athens Road just west of the city limits. By 1860 with them were his
daughter, Mattie, sometimes called Lou, age 8, and their baby Dora, age
two. Previously out of harm’s way, in April of 1862 the Civil War began in
earnest in Huntsville, Alabama as the Yankees came to town.1
Reverend Plummer’s work in Huntsville was extensive. For instance
he was the Presiding Elder; a member of the Committee for the Female
College; he continued his efforts with the colored missions in 1862; pastor
of the First Methodist Church during the tumultuous years 1863-1864. Much
of this service was while Yankees occupied Huntsville as a garrison town.1'
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As the Plummer family continued to grow with the birth of their daughter,
Katherine Merle, in November of that year, Reverend Plummer also as
sumed duties as President of the Huntsville Female College. Mrs. Plummer
described with painful memories this very difficult time for Huntsville, the
College, her personal health and that of this newest baby. These were try
ing times for everyone.
After the Civil War there was little keeping the Plummer family in
Huntsville. Reverend Plummer needed to make a living, and Methodist
m inisters are accustom ed to moving. His next appointm ent was to
Murfreesboro, Tennessee, and at the same time he served as President of
the Methodist school, Soule Female College. The College proved a daunt
ing prospect for the couple. All that remained was the actual building of the
school, which had been used as a military hospital and was now in a state
of disrepair. The Reverend and Laura plastered, painted, papered the inte
rior, and scrubbed to remove signs of war. With used and borrowed furni
ture, carpet, bedding, desks and seats, the school reopened. Former stu
dents returned and new ones enrolled, as families were eager to regain
some semblance of normalcy, and 130 pupils attended the first session.
While in Murfreesboro, the next daughter, Eliza Wharton Plummer was
bom in 1866.'“
Another girl, Clara, was bom to the family in 1870. Reverend Plummer
now assumed pastoral duties in Lebanon during 1871-1872. And still an
other daughter, Laura Bruckner, was bom in Franklin, Tennessee in 1872.
Reverend Plummer served his church in Gallatin and a daughter, Elizabeth
(Bessie) Harvey Plummer, was added to the family. They settled next in
Clarksville where he became President of Clarksville Female Academy
from 1877-1880.
In 1878 Clarksville Female Academy, Rev. James R. Plummer, Presi
dent, published a catalogue designed to attract girls and young ladies to
their “Family and Day School.” (Laura Wharton Plummer was included
with the faculty as matron, and the brochure acknowledged that hers was a
difficult department yet “where she is known this is a sufficient guarantee
of its efficient and successful management.”) One’s reputation went before
one in those days.
The trustees wanted the public to note they were associated with the
latest technology, “ We are in telegraphic communication with the world. "
Moreover parents needed to know “extravagance in dress is discouraged,
and parents are earnestly requested to help us in this matter. Let your daughter
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be required to leave her jewelry, fine silks, and satins at hom e.... We have
adopted a plain, but very neat uniform ....” Moreover pupils would never
be unaccompanied; teachers were required to attend boarding pupils in their
walks, shopping and public worship. Parents could also peruse the list of
current day and boarding pupils. The last pages of the brochure were testi
monials about the school and particularly about Reverend Plummer, “who
is in every respect well qualified for the delicate and responsible trust com
mitted to him.” One might assume our Laura Plummer was equally well
qualified for her duties.1"'
Here also in December of 1878, as Mrs. Mooney wrote sadly in her
memoirs about the Plummer family, “Little Bessie’s feet grew tired... and
one day in Clarksville at The Academy the angels came for her. It was the
first shadow on their tent, and we sadly missed the bright little face from
the door where she often stood ‘looking for father.’ I doubt not it was so as
she looked from the highly heights.” Bessie was three years old.liv
Two of the girls, Lou and Dora, in these years graduated from the
Clarksville Academy. After that the family lived in Nashville, where Rev
erend Plummer became the first manager for the newly opened Wesley
Hall of Vanderbilt University in 1881-1882. Reverend Plummer died in
1885 in Nashville and his funeral was held at McKendree Church.
Laura Plummer, writer of this first account, died May 19, 1924 in
Jackson, Tennessee, where she most likely lived with her daughter, Dora,
now married to James Emory Jackson. Laura’s older sister, Mary Jane
Bruckner died September 25, 1922 and is buried at Maple Hill Cemetery
in Huntsville.
Mary Jane Wharton Bruckner and Laura Wharton Plummer’s grandfa
ther, Richard Harris, certainly added a luster to their family heritage. He
was a son of Benjamin and Ann (Epps) Harris of Southam Parrish,
Cumberland County, Virginia. Captain Harris was, according to his tomb
stone, a “Soldier of the Revolution & of the Cross.” He had joined the
Revolutionary Army at the age of 17 and was an eyewitness to the surren
der of Lord Cornwallis at Little York. (Mrs. Bruckner filled out those mo
ments of oral history in her part of the story.) After the war, Harris united
himself with the Methodist Church, and then - by marriage - with Judith
W. Sims, daughter of Benjamin Sims of Cumberland County. They came
to Madison County in 1809 to settle near Blue Spring.lv
The Harris children, the Wharton girls’ aunts and uncles included:
William Harris, married Millicent Garson, as a widow she later married
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John R.B. Eldridge, a widower; Richard Benjamin Harris, married Ann H.
Clopton and moved to Jackson County; Francis Epps Harris, named for his
uncle, also moved to Jackson County and married three times; Barbara L.
Munroe; Mary Ann, married Isaac Washington Sullivan, a physician and a
M ethodist minister. Deeply concerned with their salvation, Sullivan
preached to the Indians through an interpreter. At his death, the good Rev
erend was buried near Gurley.lvi
The obituary notice of Capt. Richard Harris offered, “We do not say he
was without fault, but we do say that few men have lived as long as he did
with as few censurers and with as few enemies. He closed his earthly war
fare as he closed the Revolutionary War, in triumph and glory.” Among
other bills against his estate at the time of his death was an item for “one
and a half dozen gilt knee buttons,” one for a “metallic case” for the under
taker of $61.25, a bill from the printer for “funeral tickets,” and one for
“tombstones for Richard Harris and wife.” The inscription, “In memory of
Captain Richard Harris, Soldier of the Revolution and of the Cross, bom
Nov. 20, 1758, died Jan. 2, 1853.” For his wife, “In memory of Judith W.,
wife of Richard Harris, bom Mar. 24, 1775, died Nov. 18, 1837.” Main
taining the old ways, even in the backwoods of frontier Madison County,
Harris must have been quite a sight. “It is said that Richard Harris never
adopted the ‘new style’ of long trousers, but wore his breeches and knee
buckles until his death.” Ivii

***

These sisters, Laura W harton Plumm er and Mary Jane W harton
Bruckner, were ladies of their times, raised to be dependent and waited upon.
The upheaval of the Civil War forced them into unaccustomed roles as they
faced the harsh realities of a different life. Although they did not run the
plantation, nurse wounded soldiers, act as spies, or flee south, they stayed
with family and home. Through severe shortages and fear of disease, star
vation, and the violence that threatened their town and their very lives, these
women survived. That they were able to succeed perhaps reflects how well
their upbringing had served them after all. Their feelings about the strength
of forbearers, church, family, and one’s duty demonstrate the role of women
through these years, unrecognized heroes, all of them.
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ENDNOTES

■Actually, although the tension and anxiety lasted longer, the Civil War
lasted only four years.
“ Here, Mrs. Plummer acknowledged the illusion, held onto for two years
into the War. So far fighting had missed northern Alabama, but after one
year as the Yankees came closer, the future looked grim.
A wound was packed with lint before the bandage was applied.
iv John C. Breckinridge formerly had served as Buchanan’s vice president.
He had run for president against Lincoln and then was a U.S. Senator. Now
a brigadier general, he served under A.S. Johnston, CSA.
Mrs. Plummer speaks dramatically of the heat of summer, but Breckinridge
had been in Huntsville in retreat from Murfreesboro on his way to Corinth
in a cold and rainy season of late February or early March of 1862. (Thank
you, Brian Hogan.) Although flowers would have been sparse in that sea
son for the lapels of the soldiers, the men and their horses always needed
water.
v The Southern saying “Use it up, wear it out; make do or do without” may
well have originated during these times. President Davis urged Southern
women to use their skills and produce homespun while manufactured fab
rics were being allocated for the uniforms and blankets of soldiers. These
women really did “make-do.” Fabrics were recycled. Coffee and tea could
often be made with local natural plants, but the loss of salt to flavor and
preserve the meat was the most devastating shortage. Smokehouse floors
were scraped and eventually women were urged to save their urine to be
made into salt. Shortages of food occurred in town and countryside alike.
vi On the morning of April 11,1862, Huntsville awoke to find their village
of 4000 surrounded by 8000 Yankee soldiers, the 3rd Division, Army of the
Ohio under the command of Gen. Ormsby M. Mitchel. There are no other
accounts to suggest General Mitchel sent a telegraph signed by a Confed
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erate general to confound the enemy. General Mitchel had no need to trick
the citizens, and no other version mentioned Yankees flying the Confeder
ate flag. About 200 Rebels were also captured at the depot, not 18 or 20
railroad cars full, and they were not sent north immediately. (For other
accounts of the occupation of town, see Nancy M. Rohr, Incidents o f the
War: The Civil War Journal o f M ary Jane Chadick.)

™Several times those in command of the Federal forces arrested leading
civilians hoping to lessen the action of bushwhackers in the countryside.
viii Reverend Plummer may have told his wife this story, but it really seems
unlikely that stem General Mitchel would have released anyone he really
wanted to retain.
ixApparently the Plummer household was assigned a Federal guard to pro
tect them from marauders.
x Laura Plummer could have walked to church, but her family’s carriage
came for her. Perhaps her parents were coming into town to attend church
anyway, but a woman of her background would not have cared to be seen
walking to church.
xi Bell Factory, located about 10 miles northeast of town on the Flint River,
was one of the largest and earliest textile mills in Alabama.
“ The Yankees generally felt these acts of suppression would force the
locals into submission, and as a result the bushwhacker attacks would be
stopped. As it was, no meal could be ground at any mill, and citizens could
not travel in or out of town without taking the oath to the United States.
Giving one’s pledge was a serious matter of honor in the South, and this
action was deeply resented.
xi" Dr. Francis H. Newman (1801-1863) who had arrived in Huntsville in
1828 to practice medicine, assisted Dr. Wharton. Newman married a local
girl, Mary Powers, and they raised 11 children. Dr. Newman led a group of
businessmen who had just supplied the public square, and private homes,
with gaslights. His obituary noted he was “as a physician, tender, sympa
thizing, and devoted to his patients.” (Jewell S. Goldsmith and Helen D.
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Fulton, Medicine Bags and Bumpy Roads (Huntsville: Valley Publishing,
1985, 117-119.)
XIVIsaiah 11:1 “The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard
shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling
together; and a little child shall lead them.”
xv The first Federal occupation lasted from April of 1862 until August of
that year. Confederate troops returned, but during the summer of 1863 the
Yankees were amassed as close as Brownsboro and to the dismay of citi
zens the soldiers made forays into town for supplies and to impress slaves.
Huntsville was taken again in November of 1863 and became a garrison
town until the end of the War and through Reconstruction.
xv' General Nathan B. Forrest was a dashing hero to the South. He and his
men received credit for any raiding parties as citizens also waited for him
to chase the Yankees away. It is unlikely Forrest captured any government
stores on either of the two occasions he was known to be in Huntsville. The
more memorable time for local citizens was in May of 1863. The citizens
of Huntsville presented General Forrest with an elegant bay hose of the
best Virginia stock, after he delivered north Alabama from further invasion
of the Yankees by pursuing and tricking General Streight.
xvii David C. Kelly was more than a friend. The former minister of the First
Methodist Church had first commanded a local cavalry company, Kelley’s
Rangers, and was now a Lt. Colonel under Gen. Forrest.
*viii Katherine Merle Plummer, bom November 12, 1864, joined her sister,
Dora, now six, and half-sister, Lou, who was thirteen.
xix Dr. John G. Wilson had assumed the president’s role of the Huntsville
Female College when Reverend Alexander Erwin died in 1860. Wilson,
his wife, Martha, a teaching staff of ten, and one housekeeper watched
over to as many as 200 day and boarding students. Perhaps Reverend Wil
son was becoming used to being arrested. According to Mary Jane Chadick,
he had been arrested in April of 1862 for not giving information to the
Federal authorities, and had been jailed again in May of that year with
other leaders of the town. He and Reverend Lay had been put in solitary
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confinement on this occasion. Like the other ministers in town who spoke
their minds, they were jailed or sent out of the Federal lines at the whim of
the commanding officer or because of their own pulpit politics. But now in
late 1864, Mrs. Wilson and the College, though with many fewer students,
were in need of help, and the Plummers were called.
xx This gentleman that Laura recalled by his act of kindness, Gen. John A.
Logan (1826-1886), helped establish a national Memorial Day in 1868 in
remembrance of those lives lost to the Civil War. General Logan later was
a U.S. Senator and ran for vice president with James G. Blaine in the 1884
presidential campaign. Logan’s fine equestrian statue is in Grant Park on
Michigan Avenue, Chicago, where Laura must have been visiting.
xxi Mary Jane Chadick recounted the adventures of many citizens of Hunts
ville in her journal entry for September 30, 1864. Laura Plummer confirms
the angst and adds a few more details to that dreadful day and night.
xxii Although the terror was real, the attack by Forrest was not. Forrest him 
self left General Buford to intimidate the garrison at Huntsville, while Gen
eral Forrest and his men left to raid middle Tennessee. It may have seemed
like it to the inhabitants, but the cannon were not fired “all that day and
night” into town.
Mia Reverend John Edmondson remains unidentified, but Lieutenant John
T. Bruckner was Acting Assistant Adjutant-General “who fell nobly doing
his duty.” (Official Records, Vol. XXXVII/3, p. 775.) Bruckner was Adju
tant under John G. Coltart with the 26/50,h Regiment, Alabama Infantry.
These men had fought at Shiloh, Murfreesboro, Chickamauga, Missionary
Ridge, the retreat from Dalton, and then at the outskirts of Atlanta. They
would go on to the fearful loss at Franklin, Tennessee, and the Carolinas without John Bruckner. It is possible, but unlikely, that Bruckner was in
command of the regiment, but certainly not a brigade as she recalled. Mary
Jane Chadick also reported on August 21, 1864 that Captain J. J. Ward and
John Bruckner had been killed. Laura’s sister had already lost baby George
Wharton Bruckner in early 1861 at the age of six. (Diane Robey, Dorothy
Scott Johnson, John Rison Jones, Jr. and Francis C. Roberts, Maple Hill
Cemetery, Phase One (The Huntsville-Madison County Historical Society,
1995), 56.)
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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xxiv Mrs. Chadick wrote on Nov. 12, 1864 that the College was to be taken
for a hospital. Mrs. Wilson would have to make arrangement for storage of
her personal furniture with friends about town. The girls remaining at school
and five or six families would have to go elsewhere.
xxv Concerned about the dangers of fire, on January 4, 1864 Reverend
Plummer and other leaders of the church consulted with Federal General
Stanley to ask that Yankee soldiers not be allowed to use fires in the base
ment of the First Methodist Church. The men had been making use of camp
fires to cook their food and to keep warm during the coldest winter in years.
Their meeting was to no avail, the campfires continued in the basement,
and just two days later, the church burned to the ground.
XXVI Dr. John Slaughter, about, 40, with his wife, Mary, and three young
children had evacuated south. Their home on the southwest comer of Eustis
and Lincoln Streets was now available and Laura would learn to cook at
the open hearth.
xx™With great distress, everyone worked to make ends meet. The reverend
offered classes from their borrowed home and preached at the borrowed
old Episcopal church building.
xxviii Laura’s source is Proverbs 15:1, “A soft answer tumeth away wrath;
but over grievous words stir up anger.” Many soldiers’ journals mention
visiting local churches on Sunday. These were young men raised- up in the
churches of their childhood still missing the folks back home and the sense
of place -ju s t like the “rough soldier” who earlier came to visit the Plummer
daughter, reminding him of his own child.
xx,x The violence between bushwhackers and the army had escalated even
into the very streets and homes within the Federal lines. Reverend Plummer,
at least, was able to offer solace to the family of the slain soldier.
xxx Indeed the family of Meredith Calhoun owned the entire city block
bounded by Eustis, Lincoln, Randolph, and Greene Streets. Although Mr.
Calhoun was able to slip within the lines on one occasion, the Calhoun
family remained in France during the years of the War. (See Nancy M.
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Rohr, An Alabam a School Girl in Paris , The Letters o f M ary Fenwick Lewis
and H er Family.)

xxxi The unfortunate cousin, Mary Spotswood, and her husband Edwin lived
with three children probably near Madison.
xxxii fyjrs chadick noted on April 15th that the Provost, Captain Moore, pre
dicted Lincoln’s assassination would be a worse event for the South than
the War. General Granger issued orders the next day that all persons
“exhalting” would be summarily punished.
xxxiii In January of 1865 Gen. William T. Sherman issued a special field
order setting aside large tracts of land along Georgia’s Sea Islands for black
settlement - each family was allotted 40 acres and an army mule. The news
spread quickly, and former bondsmen saw all this apparent abandoned land
around them, too. The bad news was that President Johnson in late 1865
issued special pardons to ex-Confederates, restoring their land to them.
Discontent really set in now, and with few restraints in place, violence over
took Southern lands in a kind of second civil war.
xxxiv The Plummers, thus, saw their Huntsville home burned and his Florida
property gone with the last train out of town going south, unfortunately, for
them, to reach its destination carrying the deed to his Florida property, sold
by them for worthless Confederate money.
xxxv One assumes this event with the Klan occurred while the family was in
Murfreesboro.
xxxvi Much of the story by Mary Wharton Bruckner has already been in
cluded with the material of her sister, Laura Wharton Plummer. This refer
ence to William and Mary is murky. However, she certainly has her grand
father, Richard Harris identified. The story about the youths shot at during
the surrender of Cornwallis has not been confirmed. Recognizing that the
world was out of kilter, the British band is supposed to have played, “The
World Turned Upside-down.”
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol31/iss2/7
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xxxvii Small pox, or “camp distemper,” killed more of Revolutionary War
soldiers than bullets did. Primitive inoculation stations were set up at the
Trenton Barracks, Valley Forge, and other sites.
xxxv-i" jn North Alabama, Jeremiah Clemens and other leaders were outspo
ken in their criticism of Secession. However when the choice was made,
many chose their state over their nation. Jere Clemens, after supporting the
South initially, moved to Philadelphia and was vocal for reunification of
the two sides.
xxxix In 1859 Abolitionist John Brown and his band of 2 1 men captured the
US Armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. US Marines, led by Robert E. Lee,
attacked the group, killing 10 of the men and capturing Brown. He was
later hanged for treason. Now, John Brown, a ’moldering in his grave, be
came an Abolitionist hero.
xl Here are perhaps the best and the worst kinds of Yankees. The champion
of the W hartons’ that day may have been Capt. M.D. Williams. He was
certainly aware of the villain, Ben Harris, who had become the terror of
local citizens. Mrs. Chadick describes some of his misdeeds on Dec. 16,
1864. This story is Mrs. Bruckner’s longest account, and the reader must
recall that the loss of Dr. Wharton would have left these six women and the
babies without protection from anyone who chose to abuse them or their
property.
xl' This safe guard was a soldier posted by the Federals for protection of
life and property, a common practice as lawlessness became rampant par
ticularly throughout the countryside.
xlil The sick young lady could well have been Laura Wharton Plummer
who, as we know, was convalescing at her parents’ plantation.
xl,,i Although the boys were in disguise with the sheets, the use of the word
disguised here implies they had been drinking and were at the least tipsy.
xllv Plutarch, Ye Training o f Children.
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xlv Sarah Huff Fisk, Civilization Comes to the Big Spring: Huntsville, A la
bama 1823 (Huntsville: Pinhook Publishing Co., 1997), 70, 104; Pauline

Jones Gandrud, Marriage, Death and Legal Notices from Early Alabama
Newspapers, 1819-1893 (Easley, SC, Southern Historical Press, 1981), 454.

xlvi U.S. Federal Census; Gandrud, 477; Plummer Vertical Files, Huntsville
Public Library.
xlvii Sue F. Dromgoole Mooney, My Moving Tent, (Nashville: M E . Church
South, 1903), 76,77.
xWiii Williams Huntsville Directory, City Guide, and Business M irror (Hunts
ville, rpt. Strode 1972), 43; Pauline Myra Jones and Kathleen Paul Jones,
G enealogy o f the Harris and A llied Families (Huntsville: np. 1983), 81.

xlix Gandrud and Jones, 575; Ruth Sykes Ford, History o f the First United
M ethodist Church o f Huntsville, Alabama, 1808-1983 (Huntsville: First

United Methodist Church, 1984), 43.
1Diana Stankus of Philadelphia, who had not known previously about the
existence of these memoirs, generously shared all the extensive genealogi
cal work about the Wharton families.
u Stankus research; Ford, 50.
Iij John C. Spence, Annals o f Rutherford County [Tennessee] Vol. II,
(Murfreesboro, Rutherford County Historical Society, 1991), 106; John C.
Spence, Annals o f Rutherford County Vol. I, 189, 190.

Kii Catalogue and Announcement o f Clarksville Female Academy, 1878
(Clarksville, Tenn., 1878).
Iiv Mooney, 77.
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Iv Dorothy Scott Johnson, Cem eteries o f Madison County, Alabama, Vol. I,
(Huntsville: Johnson Historical Publications, 1971), 167.
Ivi Gandrud and Jones, 16, 22, 75-77.
Iv" Southern Advocate, Feb. 9, 1853; Harris 74,75.
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